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House Price Appreciation Slows, Fundamentals Remain Strong 
George W. Hammond, Research Associate Professor and Justin Ross, Graduate Research Assistant 
Single-family house price appreciation tapped the brakes during the last year, with Morgantown’s 
house prices rising by 7.8 percent from the second quarter of 2005 to the same quarter in 2006. 
That’s a deceleration from the 13.8 percent increase during the second quarter of 2004 to second 
quarter 2005 period. Morgantown’s house price appreciation rate was just above the state rate 
(7.4 percent) but below the national average of 10.1 percent during the last four quarters. 
 
As Figure 1 shows, Morgantown was not the only region to experience slower house price 
appreciation during the last four quarters. Even the booming real estate markets with counties in 
the eastern part of the state experienced slower house price appreciation. Indeed, house price 
appreciation in the Washington MSA fell from 27.3 percent during the mid-2004 to mid-2005 
period to 15.7 percent during the latest four quarters. House price appreciation decelerated from 
25.5 percent to 15.7 percent for the Hagerstown-Martinsburg MSA while the Winchester MSA 
experienced a deceleration from 27.7 percent to 17.0 percent.  
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House Price Appreciation Taps The Brakes
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The Morgantown MSA is on pace to more than double its total value of construction contracts in 
2006. According to F.W. Dodge, if activity continues at its current rate, the Morgantown MSA 
will post $281.2 million in construction contracts in 2006, up from $124.6 million in 2005. This 
would be the highest level of construction contracting in the MSA in the last five years. Growth 
in construction contracts in the MSA in 2006 is being driven by nonresidential construction, 
which so far in 2006 accounts for 78.1 percent of total contracts. This in part reflects the rapid 
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expansion of retail activity in Monongalia County, since the Dodge data shows no nonresidential 
contracts in Preston County so far in 2006. 
 
Despite the large increases lately, the value of construction contracting in the Morgantown MSA 
has been well below the level of activity in the Eastern Panhandle since 2000. So far in 2006, the 
Eastern Panhandle is on pace to account for 29.3 percent of construction contracts in West 
Virginia, a level of activity more than triple that of Morgantown. Unlike the Morgantown MSA, 
however, the Eastern Panhandle is being driven by residential construction spending, which 
accounts for 79.9 percent of the Panhandle’s construction contracts so far this year. 
 
Economic growth in the Morgantown MSA remained strong last year, with 1,586 new jobs, 
which translates into an annual growth rate of 2.8 percent. That far exceeds the state (1.3 percent) 
and national growth rates (1.5 percent) last year. Further, the MSA has continued to post 
population growth (up 0.5 percent last year) at rates far exceeding the state average (0.2 percent). 
 
In addition, according to the latest income data released by the U.S. Bureau of Economic 
Analysis, per capita personal income has risen far faster in the Morgantown MSA than in any 
other metropolitan area with counties in the state. As Table 1 shows, per capita personal income 
in Morgantown rose by 5.5 percent per year during the 2000-2005 period, compared to 4.4 
percent for the state and 3.0 percent for the nation.  
 
Overall, strong job, population, and income gains in Morgantown reflect the high rates of public 
and private nonresidential investment, as well as the region’s highly educated workforce. 
Sustained residential building activity and rising mortgage interest rates are likely to contribute to 
slower house price appreciation in Morgantown in the future. A house price bust is possible, but 
continued economic growth in the region will help moderate the slowdown. 
 
2005($) Ann. % 2000-2005
Charleston, WV (MSA) 32,028 4.3
Cumberland, MD-WV (MSA) 25,084 4.0
Hagerstown-Martinsburg, MD-WV (MSA) 29,152 3.6
Huntington-Ashland, WV-KY-OH (MSA) 26,333 4.1
Morgantown, WV (MSA) 28,768 5.5
Parkersburg-Marietta-Vienna, WV-OH (MSA) 27,241 3.4
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV (MSA) 49,530 4.0
Weirton-Steubenville, WV-OH (MSA) 26,653 3.6
Wheeling, WV-OH (MSA) 28,528 4.3
Winchester, VA-WV (MSA) 30,104 3.3
West Virginia 27,215 4.4
U.S. 34,586 3.0
Per Capita Personal Income
Table 1
Per Capita Personal Income
Metropolitan Statistical Areas
With Counties In West Virginia
 
 
Cost Of Living In Morgantown Is Average But Highest In The State 
Amy Higginbotham, Economist 
Average. That is what Morgantown’s cost of living was during the second quarter of 2006, 
according to survey results from the ACCRA Cost of Living Report. Morgantown came in with a 
cost of living index of 99.7. Relative to the U.S. city average of 100, Morgantown ranked as the 
99th most expensive city, out of the 331 cities (including four in West Virginia) who participated. 
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In comparing Morgantown’s cost of living index with other U.S. cities, Morgantown was not the 
most or the least expensive city. In fact, among the major U.S. cities, Morgantown’s cost of living 
index is low especially compared to other north-eastern cities. In fact, New York (Manhattan), 
which was found to be the most expensive city, has a cost of living more than double 
Morgantown’s. When looking at other college towns in Eastern U.S., Morgantown falls in the 
middle with fellow Big East towns of Cincinnati, OH, Louisville, KY, and Pittsburgh, PA with 
total indexes slightly below Morgantown. However, as Table 2 shows, out of the four West 
Virginia cities in the survey, Morgantown was the most expensive. Martinsburg was a close 
second with a total index of 97.7. 
 
The ACCRA Cost of Living Index for all 331 cities was based on six components: grocery items, 
housing, utilities, transportation, health care expenses, and miscellaneous goods/services. 
Morgantown’s average cost of living index was balanced by higher-than-average utility and 
health care costs and lower-than-average costs for miscellaneous goods/services. Morgantown’s 
utility costs were 11.5 percent more expensive than the average. Health care costs for 
Morgantown were 7.2 percent above the average and above the costs found in the other West 
Virginia cities. The costs of miscellaneous goods/services were 4.5 percent lower than average 
ranking it the 96th least expensive city. Grocery, housing, and transportation costs in the second 
quarter were found to be around the average for Morgantown. Grocery items in Morgantown, 
which included prices for 26 items found in six local grocery stores, was only slightly above the 
average but was the highest in the state. The cost of housing for Morgantown was 95th most 
expensive of the participating cities and the highest out of West Virginia but was still 1.6 percent 
below the U.S. average. Costs incurred in Morgantown for regular gasoline and auto maintenance 
was also found to be at the average with a transportation index of 101.5.  
 
While the ACCRA Cost of Living Index gives us an idea of the costs incurred to live in 
Morgantown compared to other cities, we must consider these numbers with caution. First, the 
index is not representative of the entire population but rather only reflects the costs that 
professional households in the top income quintile experience. Secondly, the index does not take 
into account the taxes and non-consumer expenditures that individuals in this specific category 
are faced with, which could drastically influence the costs to live in the participating cities. 
 
Metropolitan Area
Composit Index 
(100%)
Grocery 
Items (13%)
Housing 
(29%)
Utilities 
(10%)
Transportation 
(9%)
Health Care 
(4%)
Misc. Goods & 
Services (35%)
Estimated 2005 
MSA 
Population
West Virginia Urban Areas
     Morgantown 99.7 100.6 98.4 111.5 101.5 107.2 95.5 114,501
     Charleston 92.8 93.1 86.4 102.7 96.4 94.3 93.7 306,435
     Martinsburg-Berkeley County 97.7 99.2 93.8 93.5 95.7 102.3 101.5 4,066,382*
     Vienna 91.1 89.0 93.4 76.2 94.3 92.9 93.2 162,529
Other Eastern University Communites
     Charlottesville, VA (University of Virginia) 107.1 112.4 107.5 91.3 94.9 106.1 112.9 188,424
     Cincinnati, OH (Cincinnati) 94.3 92.5 88.3 103.1 96.3 94.8 96.5 2,070,441
     Columbus, OH (Ohio State University) 102.0 99.4 97.9 115.8 111.2 106.0 99.1 1,708,625
     Louisville, KY (Louisville) 97.6 95.9 88.8 101.9 100.8 99.9 102.9 1,208,452
     Pittsburgh, PA (Pittsburgh) 95.2 98.5 88.6 110.3 97.2 88.4 95.2 2,386,074
Major U.S. Metro Areas
     Atlanta, GA 97.7 98.6 93.2 85.8 111.2 107.9 99.3 4,917,717
     Boston, MA 136.4 119.2 161.8 131.5 108.6 125.5 133.0 4,411,835
     Cleveland, OH 100.2 107.6 91.4 116.1 100.5 100.2 99.8 2,126,318
     Denver, CO 104.7 105.6 110.4 111.8 96.6 102.8 100.3 2,359,994
     Houston, TX 88.1 82.9 69.3 109.2 101.4 99.0 93.9 5,280,077
     Los Angeles, CA 156.1 127.7 263.0 106.4 119.4 117.4 110.3 12,923,547
     Miami, FL 114.4 102.2 137.6 92.6 108.4 117.6 107.8 5,422,200
     New York (Manhattan), NY 204.7 146.8 372.0 150.2 116.3 130.9 141.7 18,747,320
     Philadelphia, PA 125.1 128.8 142.3 117.9 112.0 112.8 117.1 5,823,233
     Washington, DC 140.9 110.9 218.2 121.0 109.6 112.3 107.9 5,214,666
Table 2
* Population of the Washington-Arlington-Alexandria DC-VA-MD-WV Metropolitan Division
Source: ACCRA Cost of Living Index: Comparative Data for 311 Urban Areas Volume 39(2)
ACCRA Cost Of Living
Second Quarter 2006
 
 
 
Region/Indicator 2003 2004 2005 2005:2 2005:3 2005:4 2006:1 2006:2
Morgantown MSA
Total Nonfarm Employment 54,403 55,903 57,489 56,919 58,074 57,651 61,012 61,318
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) 3.7 2.8 2.8 -3.1 8.4 -2.9 25.4 2.0
Nat. Res. and Mining 820 810 769 833 803 652 893 816
Construction 2,378 2,484 2,741 2,652 2,811 2,916 3,111 3,133
Manufacturing 3,492 3,644 3,784 3,727 3,835 3,871 4,008 3,960
Trade, Trans., and Util. 7,599 7,814 8,233 8,117 8,230 8,427 8,645 8,520
Information 678 635 632 601 621 685 698 686
Financial Activities 1,633 1,707 1,693 1,690 1,588 1,719 1,740 1,686
Prof. & Bus. Servs. 4,418 4,658 4,478 4,495 4,456 4,420 4,490 4,525
Educ. & Health Servs 10,370 10,753 11,141 11,091 11,348 11,231 11,438 11,524
Leisure and Hospitality 4,612 5,026 5,193 5,138 5,122 5,269 5,493 5,439
Other Services 2,775 2,761 2,761 2,686 2,795 2,814 2,915 2,716
Total Government 15,643 15,618 16,065 15,889 16,465 15,646 17,582 18,313
Unemployment Rate (%) 4.5 3.9 3.5 3.8 3.6 3.1 2.7 3.4
Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil. AR) 16 38 25 20 27 34 31 30
Non-Building Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 17 19 13 18 26 8 19 42
Non-Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 71 121 87 40 85 112 189 250
Residential Const. Contracts (Units AR) 157 456 182 165 230 185 169 179
Housing Price Index (NSA, 1995Q1=100.0) 122.8 135.0 153.8 151.7 154.1 164.9 157.6 163.5
Housing Price Index (%) 4.7 9.9 13.9 21.3 6.5 31.2 -16.6 15.8
Population 113,447 113,883 114,501 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 25,739 27,211 28,768 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
West Virginia
Total Nonfarm Employment (thous.) 727.6 736.9 746.8 746.3 747.6 751.1 751.1 754.1
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) -0.8 1.3 1.3 2.1 0.7 1.8 0.0 1.6
Unemployment Rate (%) 6.0 5.3 5.0 4.9 5.2 4.9 3.9 4.6
Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil. AR) 703 830 1,121 1,084 1,276 1,199 1,652 1,018
Non-Building Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 509 681 985 1,003 1,225 1,479 454 1,239
Non-Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 482 528 694 683 728 1,002 1,038 871
Residential Const. Contracts (Units AR) 5,217 6,104 6,449 6,589 7,039 6,117 7,476 5,445
Housing Price Index (NSA, 1980Q1=100.0) 182.3 193.6 214.1 211.4 218.3 222.9 226.7 227.0
Housing Price Index (%) 4.1 6.2 10.6 15.6 13.6 8.8 7.0 0.6
Population 1,810,347 1,812,548 1,816,856 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 24,515 25,792 27,215 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
United States
Total Nonfarm Employment (thous.) 129,993 131,424 133,459 133,230 133,750 134,161 134,722 135,125
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) -0.3 1.1 1.5 1.6 1.6 1.2 1.7 1.2
Unemployment Rate (%) 6.0 5.5 5.1 5.1 5.0 4.9 4.7 4.6
Housing Price Index (NSA, 1980Q1=100.0) 293.3 324.8 368.0 362.4 374.2 385.8 394.2 398.9
Housing Price Index (%) 6.9 10.7 13.3 15.4 13.7 12.9 9.1 4.8
Population 290,850,005 293,656,842 296,410,404 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 31,484 33,050 34,586 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Notes:
Construction data is from FW Dodge. Monthly data is reported at annual rate. NSA means Non-seasonally Adjusted data. AR indicates annual rate
Per Capita Personal Income is from www.bea.gov , Population is based on Census estimates on July 1 of that year
Employment data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and WORKFORCE West Virginia
Housing Price Index is from the Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight.
Data compiled by WVU Bureau of Business and Economic Research, www.bber.wvu.edu
Year Quarter
Morgantown MSA Economic Indicators
(Seasonally Adjusted Unless Otherwise Noted)
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